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A Million Random Digits
by Marc Abrahams, Improbable Research staff

People who love numbers—truly love them—needn’t hesitate when asked the question 
“What is your favorite book?” There is only one possible answer: A Million Random 
Digits with 100,000 Normal Deviates, published by the Rand Corporation in 1955.
This nonfiction classic was a collaborative effort. Fourteen co-authors are listed. 
Bibliophiles will note that among them are a Bower, two Browns, and a Mood.
There is text in the book, but it is not plentiful—enough only that purists have 
something to complain about. It is prefatory, and easily skipped. 
The main section of the book consists entirely of digits, arranged fifty to a line. 
Each line also has an identifying line number, which some readers will count as an 
unexpected bonus.
The book has a second, smaller section filled with deviates—statistical deviates. These 
will appeal more to some readers than to others.
The main section begins in a manner that tradition-minded critics find well and meet. 
The first digit is 1. The modern reader will be tempted to call this stodgy and old-
fashioned. But determination and persistence will pay off for anyone who manages to 
keep reading, for the next digit is zero.
That sudden, heart-stopping zero is immediately succeeded by a second zero -- and it is 
at this point that things take a wrenching twist. “9,” the authors write next, and without 
any hesitation at all they then plunge into a thrilling passage that evokes an entire 
universe of digits:

7 32533 76520 13586 34673 54876 80959 09117 39292 74945

At this point, things are moving with so much momentum that nothing short of 
slamming the book shut could stop this epic, expectation-confounding  march. Much 
joy is to be had in the reading, with perhaps now and then a pause for contemplation 
and a brisk cup of water.
It would be unconscionable to reveal much detail, but I cannot resist mentioning a few 
highlights. In line 2080 there suddenly appears, with no warning at all, the passage:

44444

This shocking thunderbolt serves a double duty, advancing the plot and also fore-
shadowing a most wonderful reappearance much later in the book. I ought say no more 
than that the reader will feel drained by the time he or she encounters that 44444 again.
The comic interludes—a sly mention of “12345” comes especially to mind—make for 
good, rabble-rousing yuks. 
The Normal Deviates section of 
the book seems derivative. But 
that is a minor quibble about 
what is really just an appendix. 
The main section is a 
memorable read. It defies 
anticipation. The reader’s sense 
of what comes next is almost 
constantly being upset. But 
anyone who manages to keep on 
reading will be well and truly 
rewarded when, at long last, the 
authors reveal the identity of the 
millionth digit.

Detail from the book.
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